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Abstract
International student populations are economic, social, and academic assets to higher
education institutions in the United States. A considerable body of research has been devoted to
examining international student satisfaction and experiences. Previous literature has offered
suggestions for additions and improvements to university international student programs that could
help increase international student satisfaction and success. Despite all this, there is a considerable
gap in existing literature concerning the relationship between international student academic and
social success and civic engagement participation. Civic engagement is an important element of
university life that has been closely tied to the academic and social experiences of many domestic
undergraduates, and previous research has shown that participation in civic engagement, such as
service-learning, is correlated with positive educational and interpersonal outcomes for these
students. This thesis discusses research into international student experiences, areas of concern,
and potential solutions. In addition to examining the social and academic needs of international
students and the existing evidence for positive outcomes from domestic student civic engagement
participation, this thesis will ultimately explore the potential benefits of an increased emphasis on
civic engagement participation for international student programs.

Key Words: higher education, international students, civic engagement, global studies, service
learning
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International Student Importance, Satisfaction, and Civic Engagement
Introduction
From 2015 to 2020 the number of international students attending universities in the
United States has steadily exceeded one million (“IIE Open Doors / Enrollment Trends” 1). As
made evident by this data, international students represent a significant portion, approximately
5.5 percent, of the total U.S. students attending various institutions of higher education.
International student populations provide upwards of billions of dollars to the U.S. economy
through both their academic and personal investments (Hegarty 226-227). Additionally, the
presence of international students diversifies research perspectives and solidifies relationships
between the United States and other nations. Consequently, the U.S. State Department and the
higher education industry have consistently acknowledged the importance of international
students to the country’s economy, international reputation, and research interests (Hegarty 227).
Over the last 20 years, there have been numerous studies examining international student
satisfaction and retention rates. The results of these studies have called for institutional
improvements to international student programs and experiences (Ammigan and Jones 285; Roy
et al. 33). As will be detailed later, many of the areas of needed improvement involve both
international students’ social and academic well-being (Ammigan and Jones 285). Various
aspects of well-being presented in the literature range from feelings of integration into campus
and neighboring communities, to perceived growth of communication skills. Much of this
literature proposes potential additions to international student programs that can help students
become acclimated to life in the United States, such as increased access to career resource
centers and domestic student mentors (Roy et al. 33). Providing increased support concerning
career development and on-campus mentorship can help international students feel like they
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belong within the university community, strengthen their interpersonal skills, and prepare them
for potentially continuing their education and career in the United States.
While many of the research findings and recommendations touch on important pieces of
international student success, they all lack one element of university life that has been closely
tied to successful academic and social experiences of many domestic undergraduates: civic
engagement. I have identified a gap in literature that focuses on the relationship between civic
engagement participation and international student experience. On the other hand, there is ample
research into domestic students’ civic and service participation and the outcomes of these
experiences. The outcomes associated with domestic student participation in civic activities
could potentially tie closely into rates of international student satisfaction, as will be detailed
later. This paper aims to draw attention to literature detailing the effects of civic engagement and
service learning on domestic students’ academic and social outcomes to encourage university
programs to see the benefit of increased civic engagement participation for international
students.
Overall, international student populations have proven to be economic, social, and
academic assets to higher education institutions in the United States. Therefore, significant
research has been dedicated to evaluating international student satisfaction and retention rates as
well as how to improve students’ overall experience. This paper will explore and examine
international student experiences, concerns, and potential solutions. First, I will discuss the
importance of international students to college campuses and the U.S. economy in general. Then
I will detail the findings of previous research into international satisfaction rates and concerns,
specifically focusing on three case studies. Next, I will discuss existing suggestions for
improving international student satisfaction and experiences. Lastly, I will make a case for the
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inclusion of civic engagement in international student experiences as a potential key factor in
student success.
The Importance of International Students
As mentioned previously, international students are important assets to universities as
well as the U.S. economy at large. According to the Institute of International Education (IIE)
“Open Doors” data and the U.S. Department of Commerce, international students contributed
more than $45 billion to the U.S. economy in 2018 alone (“Economic Impact of International
Students” 1). International student presence financially influences numerous U.S. industries
including travel, food, textbooks, and clothing. Comparatively, international students contribute
more to US economy than “the gaming industry ($18 billion), weight loss industry ($20 billion),
and the domestic music and movie industries combined ($20 billion)” (Hegarty 227). It is readily
apparent then that international students massively benefit the economic landscape of the U.S.
International student enrollment has become a major source of revenue for both public
and private universities. The majority of international students are paying full tuition and fees so
their financial importance to both private and public institutions cannot be over emphasized. In
2014, the three universities with the highest enrollment of international students were the
University of Southern California (9,329 students), Purdue University (8,863 students), and the
University of Illinois (8,320 students) (Hegarty 226). It is important to note that, at the time of
the data collection, one-eighth of Purdue’s total university population was composed of
international students, with a large percentage of these students enrolled in masters or doctoral
programs (Hegarty 226). Furthermore, both the University of Southern California and the
University of Illinois recently reported that international students comprise over 20% of their
overall student populations (“Facts and Figures” 1; “International Statistics” 4). The enrollment
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data for these institutions exemplifies the financial importance of the international population,
particularly as full tuition paying students.
Additionally, these students generally pursue degrees in academic programs that are
domestically under-enrolled, such as science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)
(Pandit 156). Consequently, international student presence diversifies research, thus expanding
higher education institutions’ interests and maintaining the academic programs’ funding. Pandit
emphasizes this point by stating: “Whereas the best American-born students have tended to
gravitate to careers in business and law, the first-choice careers of their counterparts from
countries such as China and India is often in engineering and the sciences. The advancement of
scientific research and technology therefore has relied disproportionately on foreign-born talent”
(156). Many Universities have thus become dependent upon the recruitment and enrollment of
international students in order to maintain a competitive edge, both domestically and globally, in
research. Furthermore, not only do foreign students contribute to research being conducted on
American campuses through their engagement, but they provide connections to resources and
academic institutions and professionals in their home countries. Furthermore, returning
international students offer insight into American culture that can serve to improve the reputation
of the U.S. abroad and help improve cross-cultural understanding. Thus, international students
“serve as excellent conduits to build international scholarly networks” (Pandit 157).
After graduation, many of these students pursue long-term careers in the U.S., primarily
in the aforementioned STEM fields, either maintaining work at the university-level or venturing
into private or public sectors. Scholars and private sector leadership has long emphasized the
United States’ need for foreign-born professionals’ expertise in fields like engineering and
technology (Hegarty 225). The potential increase in integration of foreign-born professionals into
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any and all career fields is important though. In an increasingly globalized world, business, nonprofit organizations, government sectors, and creative industries are looking to internationalize
their workforce and their mission in order to compete with the domestic and global markets
(Pandit 156). Foreign-born professionals provide employers with diverse perspectives to increase
productivity and creativity, introduce links to other business models, and can help improve
domestic employees’ intercultural communication skills (Pandit 156).
International students also provide diverse perspectives on campus and add an important
aspect of multiculturalism to a higher education institution’s culture. International student
presence “enriches class discussions as the students share their experiences and stories from a
different culture. It can also help shatter stereotypes and open otherwise "taboo" discussions”
(Pandit 157). Therefore, international student presence in classrooms and student organizations
can open the door to increased intercultural understanding. According to Ammigan and Jones,
international student presence on campus “can create more opportunities for all students to
increase their level of interaction across cultures, which can in turn lead to enhanced global
competencies, leadership skills, and intellectual development” (Ammigan and Jones 284).
Furthermore, domestic students can benefit from opportunities to learn about different points of
view on academic and social issues. McNally argues that international student engagement in the
institution’s civic programs such as Campus Conversations and voter registration activities
encourages interactions with domestic students (McNally 38). According to McNally, these
interactions “force participants to explore their assumptions, recognize the differences between
fact and feeling, and respect others’ points of view” (McNally 38).
As mentioned previously, these intercultural experiences and skills are becoming more
vital to future professional and academic success. Globalization, or the processes by which
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people and companies from different parts of the world become increasingly more connected in
various ways, can be seen in every field of study and every career (Lechner and Boli 2).
Professionals in almost every field will at some point need to collaborate with someone from
another part of the world, or at least someone from a different background than their own.
Encounters and relationships with international students prepare domestic students for inevitable
future interactions with diverse populations of people. Thus, it is incredibly important to
recognize, encourage, and support the value of international student presence in American
universities, for the benefit of academics, economics, and the culture of higher education and the
country as a whole. The next section will discuss the body of research that has amassed
evaluating the international student experience, particularly how to increase student satisfaction
rates and improve social and academic adjustments to life on campus.
International Student Satisfaction Rates and Concerns
A significant body of research exists addressing international student satisfaction,
retention, and experiences. Such research often incorporates findings from surveys and
interviews with international students, faculty, and administration. In the next section, I will
present a number of studies comparing domestic student experiences to international student
experiences, summarizing specific categories and rates of international student satisfaction, as
well as detailing the various social, environmental, and academic factors influencing satisfaction.
Additionally, other researcher’s suggestions for improving foreign students’ experiences will be
discussed and analyzed.
As mentioned previously, international student college experiences differ from their
domestic counterparts in a variety of ways. Likewise, the academic and personal outcomes of
these experiences differ as well. A 2017 study published in the Journal of International Students
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showed that both international and domestic students demonstrated gains in cognitive, affective,
and civic outcomes over the course of their university careers (Kim et al. 409). International
students’ mean scores for these outcomes were relatively lower than domestic students though
with on average a 0.5 difference between international and domestic scores (Kim et al. 405).
Furthermore, in comparison to their domestic peers, international students made significantly
less gains in interpersonal skills (Kim et al. 403). This means that international students may feel
as though they are not fully integrated into the campus community. This could be due to a variety
of reasons including language barriers, cultural differences, homesickness, or a lack of
meaningful relationships with faculty or peers. Furthermore, the study found that international
students reported less satisfaction with quality of course instruction and communication with
academic advisors and faculty than domestic students (Kim et al. 410).
International student experiences are not altogether separate from those of their domestic
peers though. As was said before, both populations of students report gains in cognitive,
affective, and civic domains of college outcomes. Likewise, it was demonstrated that “academic
engagement with faculty was positively associated with all three select outcomes of the study”
(Kim et al. 411). These findings emphasize the importance of meaningful relationships with
faculty to a positive collegiate experience for both domestic and international students. Also,
“similar to their domestic peers, research opportunities, seminars, conferences, and faculty can
be of particular value for the international student population” (Kim et al. 411). So, domestic and
international students do both benefit from the presence of specific experiences during their
college years.
The importance of faculty-student engagement for international students is of particular
note when administrators look to improve programs and satisfactions rates. Interactions between
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faculty and students should take place within the classroom and outside of it, and these
interactions should be both frequent and meaningful (Kim et al. 411). Student-faculty
engagement and other academically-centered factors of the collegiate experience are paramount
to positive gains in cognitive outcomes of international students, but increased academic effort
can be detrimental to other aspects of international student satisfaction. Namely, increased
academic effort is negatively associated with the development of interpersonal skills for
international students (Kim et al. 411). In other words, as international students dedicate more
time to academic engagement, whether through faculty interactions or course projects, they tend
to isolate themselves from their collegiate community. One can infer then that universities and
program advisors should dedicate time to finding additional methods of ensuring student-faculty
engagement and opportunities for interpersonal development to further develop international
student programming. A potential method of increasing student-faculty connections is including
service-learning opportunities in student programs and classes. Research has found civic
participation to be beneficial to domestic student and faculty relationships, as will be detailed
later in this essay (Astin et al. 4). The next sections will be dedicated to detailing three different
studies that focus on international student experiences and satisfaction rates in a variety of
dimensions.
Case Study I
In addition to student-faculty engagement, recent research into international student
satisfaction rates show that many factors (including living, learning, and support services) are
positively associated with students’ overall satisfaction and retention rates. A 2018 study
collected data from over 45,000 undergraduate international students at 96 different higher
educational institutions in the United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States and focused on
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international student satisfaction concerning a variety of aspects of their university experience,
particularly arrival, living, learning, and support services (Ammigan and Jones 284). The study
took into account previous research into important factors of student experience, including
academic, living, and social domains. Specifically though, the research findings were focused on
satisfaction rates concerning student arrival on campus, living arrangements and amenities,
components of learning, and support services offered through the university.
This large and extensive study determined that the international students surveyed were
overall satisfied with their experiences in each of the domains evaluated, with students being
most satisfied with their arrival followed by living, learning, and support services respectively
(Ammigan and Jones 290).The arrival domain of satisfaction focused on student experiences
with a formal campus welcome, meeting academic staff, accommodation office, and making
friends from their new institution’s country. It is interesting to note that satisfaction rates for
individual aspects of this domain differed between the three countries evaluated. At Australian
and U.S. institutions, students were least satisfied with their experience making friends with local
students at arrival, while students at U.K. institutions were most satisfied with their experience
making local friends (Ammigan and Jones 291). This was an interesting finding and begs the
question of why this difference exists between experiences within U.S. and Australian
institutions compared to U.K. institutions. Perhaps U.K. institutions are simply more welcoming
to foreign nationals. Additionally, the U.K. is significantly smaller geographically than both the
U.S. and Australia, perhaps being in closer quarters in general led students to become closer
personally. Nevertheless, these differences could be the point of future research. In all three
countries, students were least satisfied with support services, including chaplaincy, personal
tutors, residence hall welfare, and dining hall options, but were still relatively satisfied with their
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experiences. Dissatisfaction in this domain was mostly found with campus dining hall food
options (Ammigan and Jones 292).
Researchers also found that, “By running multiple regression analyses, all four
dimensions of satisfaction (arrival, learning, living, and support services) were found to have a
significant positive impact on international students’ overall university experience” (Ammigan
and Jones 295). According to Ammigan and Jones, a student’s learning experience is most
indicative of their overall collegiate satisfaction (295). In this context, learning experience
includes aspects of academics both in and outside of the classroom. It encompasses many factors
of campus life including lecturers’ expertise, career guidance services, and opportunities to work
during studies.
It is reassuring to see that academics are one of the most important aspects of what makes
international students experience satisfactory considering that they are traveling far from their
homes to pursue educational opportunities. It was somewhat surprising to see that support
service satisfaction rates were the least impactful on overall international student experiences
when taking into account the interpersonal and integrative uses of these aspects of institutions.
This could be because students put more emphasis on their academic well-being as they have
traveled to a different country specifically to study. Likewise, international students’ living
situations and experiences are more relevant to day-to-day activities compared to support
services that may or may not be taken advantage of regularly. Nevertheless, a significant portion
of Ammigan and Jones’s findings were “less surprising and [were] in line with anecdotal
concerns commonly heard, for example, that international students are relatively less satisfied
with opportunities to make friends with local students both during their arrival and living
experiences” (296). One can conclude then from Ammigan and Jones study that international
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student satisfaction rates can vary between institutions and countries but also show remarkable
similarities in rankings of satisfaction domains. Additionally, while satisfaction rates can be
demonstrably high for some institutions, higher education administration should always be
seeking out ways to maintain or increase satisfaction with academics and integration.
It is also interesting to highlight that international student experiences and satisfaction
rates can differ depending on where students come from. One study found that “European and
Indian students expressed the highest overall satisfaction rates (i.e., indicating that they are
“satisfied” or “very satisfied”), followed by Sub-Saharan African and Chinese students” (Roy et
al. iv). In comparison, students from Latin American, the Caribbean, the Middle East, and North
Africa reported higher rates of dissatisfaction than other populations of international students at
U.S. institutions. Some of the reasons behind these differences in experiences could be due to a
variety of factors including differences in ease of integration and cultural disparities. In
particular, the same study highlighted that students from the Middle East and North Africa cited
discrimination as one of the biggest challenge during their college years (Roy et al. 6). It was
also noted that most, if not all, of the international student populations reported facing challenges
with building strong social networks, developing professional connections, and feelings of
homesickness and loneliness (Roy et al. iv).
Integration and the creation of strong social networks into campus life comes up
frequently when discussing international student experiences, be it concerns or anecdotal success
stories. Being well integrated into the campus community can help students with a number of
challenges they can potentially face, including feelings of social isolation and difficulties with
the English language (Roy et al. 21). Researchers generally agree that an integral part of a
foreign student’s collegiate experience is the feeling of belonging and community during their
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college career. Many researchers have therefore highlighted integration as one the key factors of
international students’ collegiate experience (Roy et al. 21; Ammigan and Jones 285; Schulte et
al. 57).
Case Study II
A 2016 study conducted by a research team at World Education Services, surveyed
4,683 people who were either current international students at U.S. higher education institutions
or graduated from an institution in the previous six years (Roy et al. iii). The researchers found
that international students often face major challenges when forming strong social and
professional networks, solidifying their English language proficiency, and dealing with feelings
of isolation. These challenges can ultimately negatively affect international students’ academic
and social well-being and consequently the international student retention rates for universities.
The study pointed out that the social aspect of university life can be of particular concern
to international students (Roy et al. 22). When asked to name the three most significant
challenges they faced while studying in the United States, 33 percent of international students
surveyed identified difficulties in developing social connections as one of these top challenges
(Roy et al. 22). Interestingly enough, 69 percent of Chinese students surveyed chose developing
social connections as one of their three most significant challenges. Social connections with
domestic students can help international students to integrate into the greater community and
learn more about their host countries’ culture. Social connections are not limited to other
students though. Researchers then emphasized the need for increased student-faculty
interactions, which could help international students to socially engage outside of the classroom
and form close academic relationships with faculty (Roy et al. 33). These findings emphasize the
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widely held belief that creating social networks and building interpersonal skills is a challenge
for international students.
Case Study III
A 2014 study conducted by NAFSA: Association of International Educators further
details the importance of community integration for international students. Researchers sought to
answer the questions of why international students leave their U.S. institution before graduating
and what are good practices for retention. They collected data from educators and students in
three phases over the course of a year (Schulte et al. 54). In the first phase of the study,
researchers conducted focus groups with 30 international educators. In the second phase, a
national online survey of international educators was sent out, yielding 480 complete responses
from 100 U.S. educational institutions (Schulte et al. 54). In the final phase, researchers surveyed
international undergraduate students currently enrolled in the aforementioned institutions.
Schulte and colleagues ultimately received 517 valid responses from international students
enrolled at 83 institutions (Schulte et al. 54). The researchers made a point of examining the
international student experience through the insight of both students themselves and their
educators.
The results of the study revealed that professionals and students identified a number of
reasons for international students potentially leaving before graduating from their program,
ranging from academic challenges to lack of access to work opportunities (Schulte et al. 55).
Another significant factor of the collegiate experience that was mentioned by both students and
educators was campus integration. Specifically, institutions ranked community integration as the
top best practice for boosting the retention of undergraduate international students, and students
ranked it as the fifth best practice (Schulte et al. 57). Integration encompasses building
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connections with domestic students, professors, as well as persons and communities beyond the
university campus. It involves developing interpersonal skills and solidifying relationships and
support systems personally and professionally. Researchers highlight the need for institutional
focus on integration, seeing as “more opportunities for meaningful interaction with the larger onand off-campus communities contribute to the well-being of students” (Schulte et al. 57).
Specific recommendations for campus improvements will be detailed below. These will
include suggestions for developing new student programs as well as revamping existing
programs. Likewise, these recommendations will include strategies for institutions to increase
international students’ social and academic satisfaction and experiences.
Suggestions for Improving International Student Experience
While reviewing literature concerning international student experiences and satisfaction,
a plethora of suggestions have been offered that involve institutions devoting more time,
planning, resources, and personnel to developing and improving international student programs.
These suggestions have included investing in programs that encourage interactions between
international and domestic students as well as international students and faculty, improving
tutoring services that address academic difficulties specific to international students, and
increased collaboration between the international student office and other campus bodies such as
career services (Schulte et al. 56-57). Other recommendations involve specifically addressing the
critical role of faculty in international student experiences, particularly ensuring that there are
ample opportunities for students to network with faculty outside of the traditional classroom
setting (Roy et al. 33).
Likewise, researchers suggest implementing a variety of programs and activities to
improve and increase international students’ psychological support, sense of community, and

Lanphier 15
exposure to new cultural experiences (Telbis et al. 339). This can potentially involve mentor
programs or conversation partners. For example, conversation partners or campus conversation
groups can give international students exposure to American culture, help them develop their
English skills, and allow them opportunities to discuss important issues such as racism and
political elections (McNally 38). Ensuring students feel welcome on campus is a major
component of improving student experiences, and building upon campus-wide diversity
awareness could significantly influence international student experiences. According to Telbis
and colleagues’ study of international student confidence and academic success, “student safety,
community acceptance, and universities’ and communities’ ability to cater to international
students by offering multicultural outlets, prayer rooms, a variety of international cuisine, and
other welcoming services is exceedingly important in creating a multicultural environment”
(Telbis et al. 332). The same study discusses the need for university programs to increase their
push to motivate international students to attend community events and activities which could
potentially improve language skills and provide outlets for information about academics, college
finances, and overall culture (Telbis et al. 339).
Many researchers focus on universities improving pre-existing services and programs,
such as career services or recruitment. As mentioned previously, researchers have emphasized
that universities should seek out ways to increase integration and social interactions between
international students and the community (Telbis et al. 339). McNally emphasized the potential
gains for both students and universities if institutions made more conscious efforts to include
international students in civic engagement programs and activities (27). This involvement could
improve international students’ confidence and help them to strengthen civic and interpersonal
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skills, while allowing universities to reap the academic, social, and cultural rewards of more
diverse organizations and discussions.
All of the aforementioned recommendations have the potential of improving international
student experiences and satisfaction rates. By focusing on specific challenges or concerns, be it
academic difficulties or lack of strong social networks, universities can improve current and
future student satisfaction and retention. Universities can address these concerns by revamping
already existing programs by adding in new components or simply emphasizing strategic
aspects. This thesis therefore argues that higher education institutions could potentially improve
international students’ satisfaction by increasing emphasis on civic engagement in international
student programs.
Civic Engagement as a Key Factor in International Student Success
Civic engagement can refer to a large variety of activities and mindsets, and, when it
comes to higher education, the definition of civic engagement varies from campus to campus.
Despite the differences, civic engagement is most commonly defined as any individual or
community working to address issues of public concern (“Civic Engagement” 1). It can also be
defined as any activity in which the purpose “is to educate or enhance students’ understanding of
civic life, the work generally can be referred to as civic engagement” (Cress et al. 4). Generally,
universities use terms such as service-learning, civic education, civic learning, community
engagement, community-based learning, and community experiences to describe extra- or cocurricular programs and activities that can be identified as civic engagement. For the intent of
this essay, civic engagement will encompass all of the aforementioned terms as well, whether the
specific activity is service learning or volunteering at a community organization. It is also
important to note that literature about the effects of civic engagement participation for college
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students has been almost entirely limited to the experiences of domestic students. I argue that the
findings of studies evaluating domestic student civic engagement can be potentially applied to
international students to help improve their success and retention.
Civic engagement, encompassing volunteerism, community service, and service learning,
can significantly positively influence students’ communication skills, leadership development,
and other learning outcomes by emphasizing the development of critical-thinking skills and
fostering relationships between students and the greater community (Cress et al. 6).
Interpersonal skills and academics are commonly reported areas of concern or dissatisfaction for
international students. According to Cress et al., “Research indicates that high-quality curricular
and co-curricular civic engagement is positively correlated with student success in K-12 schools,
community colleges, and public and private four-year colleges and universities” (Cress et al. 6).
Of course, student success can refer to a number of educational components, from the formation
of peer relationships to overall retention. It is also highlighted that the often collaborative nature
of civic engagement, especially programs involving mentorship, provide peer-group interactions
that are integral to educational and social success (Cress et al. 16). According to Cress, servicelearning is positively associated with interpersonal engagement, community engagement, and
likelihood of completing a degree (Cress et al. 6). Civic engagement, either independently or as a
class, can lead to opportunities to learn more about the community outside your college campus,
build relationships with fellow volunteers or workers, and gain skills in communicating about the
civic work in which you are participating.
Furthermore, Finley argues that “Emerging evidence suggests that the more frequently
students participate in a continuum of civic learning practices (e.g. service learning, meaningful
cross-racial interactions on campus or in classrooms, or real-world problem-based learning), the
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more they make gains on a variety of civic outcomes” (Finley 1). An example of such civic
outcomes could be students’ better understanding of the needs of their community and their role
as a member of the greater community. Other civic outcomes include improved skills in critical
thinking, teamwork, adaptability, as well as a more developed awareness of multicultural issues
and perspectives.
As part of a larger work concerning higher education and civic engagement, Lorraine
Tansey examined the impact of volunteering on student experiences and outcomes. Her research
particularly emphasized “that participating in service activities during the undergraduate years
substantially enhances a student’s academic development, life skill development, and sense of
civic responsibility” (Tansey 130). Enhancing all three of the aforementioned aspects of college
life could greatly improve international students’ overall satisfaction and retention rates.
Furthermore, Tansey’s examination of U.K. students reveals that students who participate
in civic engagement “appear to have gained an understanding of several qualities associated with
citizenship through their volunteer experience” (131). A greater understanding of citizenship
could be useful for international students in terms of integration, and it can provide more indepth knowledge of the inner workings and culture of the country in which students are studying.
This type of engagement can also prepare them for professional opportunities and help them gain
skills necessary to compete within the job or internship market of the United States, or wherever
their institution is based. By becoming a part of the community in which they are studying,
international students can become full-fledged citizens. According to McNally, “It is uncertain
which students will stay to become U.S. citizens and which will not, but even so, it is the
institution’s duty to engage them, as temporary U.S. residents, in democratic society and allow
them to change it” (McNally 30). Civic skills then are useful personally, academically, and
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professionally. Fostering growth in these skills can help address the commonly reported
challenges in communication, integration, and job opportunities faced by international students.
As mentioned previously, civic engagement encompasses a variety of actions and
programs. An increased emphasis on civic engagement for international students could
potentially involve the international student office or student government planning and
advertising volunteer opportunities specifically for international students. It also could manifest
as mentorship programs pairing domestic and international students together for extracurricular
community projects. Additionally, campus administration could promote the formation of a
registered student organization (RSO) dedicated to involving international students, as well as a
number of their domestic peers, in weekly or monthly campus and community service projects,
civically-minded events, and intercultural discussions. It could also be university-sponsored
service trips during holiday or summer breaks. In addition, administration could incorporate
service learning into the curriculum of classes known to be primarily for international students,
such as advanced English as a second language courses, or design new communication and
service-learning courses that are strongly advertised to incoming international students.
Service learning is most broadly accepted to “involve the integration of academic
material, relevant community-based service activities, and critical reflection in a reciprocal
partnership that engages students, faculty/staff, and community members to achieve academic,
civic, and personal learning objectives as well as to advance public purposes” (Bringle and
Clayton 105). Service learning particularly stands out as a potentially helpful addition to
international student programs, based on the activity’s positive effect on the development of
academic and communication skills and faculty-student connection. Many scholars have argued
that there is a positive correlation between service learning and positive academic and social
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outcomes. Some specific findings from the aforementioned literature will be detailed further
below.
In a 2000 longitudinal study of over 22,000 undergraduate students, researchers evaluated
the impact of service learning and community service on eleven “different dependent measures:
academic outcomes (three measures), values (two measures), self-efficacy, leadership (three
measures), career plans, and plans to participate in further service after college” (Astin et al. 3).
The participants were composed of three groups; thirty percent participated in service learning
during their college career, forty-six percent some other form of community service, and 24
percent did not participate in any form of community service. The results of the study revealed
that course-based service was associated with strong positive gains in academic outcomes, and
service participation in college showcased a positive influence on all eleven domains measured
(Astin et al. 4).
Students participating in service learning are required to reflect on their experiences and
discuss their work with classmates and instructors. Through this, international students can
enhance their skills in both writing and speaking. They will also strengthen their overall ability to
understand and communicate the effect of their service work within the greater community. For
international students, these gains in academic and communication is further complimented by
the development of relationships with classmates and improved English language skills. They
can focus on growing academically while also having built-in opportunities for in and out of
classroom interactions. Additionally, Astin and colleagues emphasize, “The positive effects of
service can be explained in part by the fact that participation in service increases the likelihood…
that students will receive emotional support from faculty” (Astin et al. 4). Service learning
provides avenues of academic and professional communication between students and professors,

Lanphier 21
allowing international students opportunities to build rapport and supportive connections with
faculty that enhance their job and research interests.
In a 2017 study conducted by researchers at the University of Nebraska - Lincoln and the
University of Maryland - College Park, case studies and narrative data analysis were utilized to
examine how “how students integrate learning from one particular experience, participating in a
service learning-based alternative break (AB), with other postsecondary experiences and to
identify the conditions that may facilitate integrative learning” (Niehaus et al. 1). Integration in
this case referred to the application of skills learned through service learning experiences to
academics and personal relationships, as well as the formation of connections between material
and experiences.
Service learning was identified as well-suited to promoting integrative learning due to the
inherent tie between academic learning and community service. Overall, the researchers found
that alternative break service learning did promote integration (Niehaus et al. 3). One of the most
important factors that positively influenced integration was the opportunity to learn from others - particularly immersing themselves in the experiences and lessons of diverse community
members (Niehaus 4).
Overall, increased emphasis on civic engagement participation for international students
could potentially increase satisfaction rates and retention. The creation or promotion of service
learning or service-oriented activities could help international students develop strong social
networks, enhance academic skills, and more easily integrate into on- and off- campus
communities.
Conclusion
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International students contribute significant financial and cultural elements that help both
the higher education institutions and the United States economy. Due to the importance of
international students in these aspects, a large body of research has been dedicated to evaluating
international student satisfaction and retention rates as well as how to improve students’ overall
experience. Satisfaction rate concerns have mainly been in terms of challenges with building
strong social networks, developing relationships with faculty, facing academic setbacks, and
general issues with community integration. Researchers proposed a variety of programs and
support services that could address these challenges and improve international student
experiences.
Through my research it became apparent that an increased emphasis on civic
engagement, including service learning and student organizations, in international student
programs could potentially provide opportunities for students to improve academic, social, and
civic skills that could help students with challenges that detrimentally affect satisfaction and
retention rates. However, further research is necessary to test the proposed influence civic
engagement could have on international student experiences. Moreover, it would be helpful to
examine whether the effects of international student participation in service learning program
and its effect on social, civic, and academic skills. Researchers could also evaluate the student
satisfaction rates before and after the integration of institutional civic engagement emphasis.
Ultimately, higher education institutions should seek out means to improve and maintain
international student experiences for the sake of university financial and cultural well-being.
Civic engagement stands out as a possible option for both public and private universities to adapt
to the needs of the international student population. As we look to the future and an increased
return of international students to campus post-COVID, it would be important to further examine
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the importance of international students and the significance of service learning, community
projects, and volunteerism as a tool for development of academic and personal skills.
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